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THE LIVING AND THE DEAD 

Prosphorion was too close to his home, or where his home used to be. 

Romulus had come from the harbor, wondering how it would feel as he got closer to where he 

had grown up and lived.   He approached the street from which his family’s mansion and 

workshops had armed the Empire. 

He still struggled with his own feelings about this detour.  He was not wanting to see what had 

happened.  He was hoping perhaps it had not really happened, or it wasn’t really as bad as he had 

heard.  Perhaps it would rise up before him, real and tangible and as he remembered it, once he 

was there.  Yet he needed to know, if it had been destroyed, he had borne witness to it. 

He had a sudden burst of blood-red boiling hatred of the Emperor.  It left a screaming violence of 

emotions he had never felt before.  It fled away as quickly as it had come. 

Garbed as just a plain citizen, with his face hooded, his horse bearing no military trappings, he 

walked his mount slowly up the street, past the Aristonopoulos residence.  Its walls and gated 

entrance, through which he could see the family mansion and surrounding gardens, drew up 

before his eyes those times with his Zenianthe – her greeting him at the entrance with her lovely 

smile, her wide grey eyes looking up into his, hypnotically drawing him in, her singing softly for 

him in their garden, her heart-melting joy flowing into his as she accepted his dearest hope, for 

her hand in marriage as they sat together on the couch in the great chamber of her house… 

He was unaware tears had coursed down his face as he gazed in a gentle rapture at this house, 

from where so many of his most beautiful memories grew into life.  A breeze caressed him, and 

he came back to the present, and rode on slowly. 

His delicate bittersweet feelings were replaced by a heavier shapeless dread as he drew closer to 

his family’s own place.  It was less than two hundred yards ahead.  It seemed a painfully long 

distance, and yet too painfully close.  Looking toward his home, it seemed there was more light 

and openness about it than he remembered. 

And then it came into view… 

… 

The blackness before his eyes finally lifted.  He felt slightly dizzy on his mount, and a spasm of 

nausea assailed him briefly.  His limbs felt immobile, dead, nerveless, and his chest felt as if it 

were bound by iron bands.  He imagined it was hard to draw breath into his lungs.  His heart felt 

sore, bruised.  The few passers-by looked at him oddly, and then moved on.  This stranger had an 

unfortunate look about him, they mused, and then gave it no further thought.  It must be the ill-

fated neighborhood. 

The memories he might have had were shattered into bits.  Nothing of them could be drawn up.  

Something was beating in his chest; it felt as if with every pulse it had been wounded, and for a 

moment he was puzzled, feeling as if he had an old wound there from battle he knew he never 



received.  He was insensible of everything else for several minutes, his gaze seeing nothing, his 

mind floating. 

He wondered in a detached way if the thing in his chest would continue to beat, or if it was about 

to stop for a long rest.  He dragged himself back to the present, to this world.  He slowly turned 

his mount and headed aimlessly away, with no particular focus. 

All his memories of that house which was no more, of his life and events and the people with 

them, had been stabbed to death. 

He made his way down the street toward the Harbor of Sophia and the Palace.  He suddenly was 

aware of the dangers to him if he were recognized.  He drew his hood further over his face, and 

turned aside into narrow passageways amongst the crowded buildings, out of sight of the 

looming menace of the Imperial Palace.  He was on his way, he told himself, to the Decimus 

household, to see how it was with that family. 

And with Lydia… 

♠ 

“Master!...  Welcome art thou!...” 

The Decimus servant hastily opened the great gates with obvious relief and drew him in.  They 

went up and entered the house, and the servant made him comfortable in the great chamber and 

brought a small plate of fruits and a cup of wine. 

The servant needed no prompting to tell him of the family’s departure by sea several days past, 

for their home in Thessalonica, and of the remaining servants sent out to their house in the 

Hebdomon, to abide until the family were able to return.  He, Akleus, was one of four servants 

who were at this residence.  One of them periodically went out to the other Decimus residence in 

the Hebdomon, and exchanged news and tales they had heard with one another.  It relieved the 

silence and loneliness, and made them feel somewhat safer. 

But, Akleus said, today they had felt they, and indeed the family, were in danger. 

“…For look thou, Master…  They came but earlier this day with several Guards!...  Seeking our 

Domine and our mistress!...  And they had not the look of friendship and good favor about 

them…  ‘Twas a young man, a Patrician methinks, name of Fabius, and an ill-favored Guards 

commander…  One marked with cruelty…” 

Romulus knew instantly who that commander must be. 

“Aye, Master, needs must did we speak of their departure and their destination at Thessalonica…  

The Guards would brook no deceit…  And Master Fulvius, sire!…  There was a true and noble 

man!...  Directed all things for their departure…  Ship ready to take them on for the voyage…” 

As Romulus departed from the mansion, he pondered what he had heard. 

Lilius and Festus!?...  These two could be joined only on an errand of evil.  And that errand 

could only be for some harm intended to the Decimus family for some reason he did not know.  



He knew the Emperor was behind it, in some way, under yet another delusion of commands from 

Heaven. 

The family were in imminent danger. 

He spurred his mount and rode like the wind back to his ship, heedless of who saw him. 

♠ 

Five days of this… 

Festus was dead tired.  His horse was tired.  Their ride had been fast, and they had gotten little 

rest on the road from Constantinople to Thessalonica.  Of course he had slept badly every night.  

Who could bear the hard unyielding ground with its lumps and knots and stones, even despite the 

grasses?  There was little protection from the weather, which had been rainy most of their way. 

That Commander and his Guards, they seemed to be used to them, these appallingly rude 

conditions in the field.  He, Festus, was not.  As a Patrician, he should have had much more 

comfortable surroundings, and attentions to his requirements, and regular meals.  But what 

would these crude soldiers know?... 

And now, finally, he would be able to regain his accustomed comforts and composure.  The 

grey-brown walls of Thessalonica were before them in the distance, dim in the gathering dusk.  

They were within sight of their destination.  He was closer than ever to getting his revenge on 

that odious family, and getting that glorious bit of female beauty, their younger daughter, for his 

own, body and soul.   Her body and soul… 

Lilius said nothing as their troop of ten guards now saw at a distance the city’s walled outline 

sloping down to the harbor looking out southwest.  Their road westward through Thrace, 

between the mountains and the coastline, was hard.  It was a hard country, stony, its terrible 

weather tempestuous.  But now they were where they wanted to be.  A little longer, and they 

would be at the city’s gates. 

This country was not unfamiliar to him.  Was it not but some dozens of miles back east from 

these environs he had tasted the delights of that Empress and her delicious youngest daughter?  

He smiled to himself at the recollection. 

Within a short space of time, the troop had moved closer toward the city.  Its walls were high and 

looked strong.  Thessalonica was entirely enclosed, built on a sloping hill which dropped down 

from a height toward the waters of the great natural harbor.  Numerous ships bobbed for some 

distance out on the rippling waters.  The docks were crowded with other craft of all sizes. 

Outside the walls, there were scattered buildings and houses with land under cultivation all 

around.  People and wagons traversed the roads and entered and left the gates on the eastern side, 

moving along the road the troop had traveled for most of its journey. 

This Fabius…  Will be an encumbrance…   Commands clear, the entire family…  No 

exceptions…  Lilius frowned. 



He would have to find a way to deal with this Patrician, who seemed to have a black heart like 

his own, as he carried out his direct orders from the Emperor.  He remembered the words the 

Emperor spoke to him in the private chamber, with none but the walls to hear.  A black 

mission… 

The man is mad…  Sooner replace him…  Best for all… 

♠ 

“Thou, commander…  Thine errand?...”  

Lilius did not like the man’s tone.  This insignificant commander should recognize his rank – 

Commanding General of the Imperial Guards.  Too little respect from him. 

They had arrived at the gates after some rest, still tired and impatient to complete their errand.  

The city guard refused them passage.  Thessalonica had a longstanding status granting unusual 

rights to it as a semi-autonomous city - did these visitors not know this? - and the commander 

guarded that privilege diligently.  They were escorted to the large barracks outside the walls and 

some way back to the east, where they would be seen by the garrison commander.  From there, 

they would be authorized to go where they would, if naught were amiss. 

“I am commanded by our blessed Emperor to apprehend and take with me a certain family 

known to have been in treasonous dealings with others in the capital, proof of which lies in their 

flight to this thy city recently…” 

“And this man...  How of his family and his part in this, that he is with thee on this matter…?” 

The garrison commander looked at Festus.  He was patient and persistent. 

At this, Festus broke in.  He was tired and irritable, and wanted a wash and sleep.  How dare this 

commander of this unimportant garrison in this tiresome little city stand in his way?!... 

“I am the paterfamilias Fabius, Patricians from Constantinople!...  I am here as complainant and 

have brought proof of their guilt before the Emperor!...  And time is wasting as we speak!...  Let 

us proceed about our business!...” 

The garrison commander was a younger man with a hard face, serious and devoted to his 

command.  He did not like things to be out of order.  He looked at Festus steadily, his eyes 

boring into the Patrician’s.  Festus dropped his gaze. 

“Know such instances must come to the attention of our city leaders…  We cannot have citizens 

seized by others not of this place…  And the Decimus name is well-known and respected 

here…” 

He signaled a soldier, and directed him on an errand with a few words in a low voice.  The 

soldier saluted crisply and departed for the Citadel at the north end of the city, on the highest 

point of land. 

“Perhaps thou’lt take thine ease and rest this night in our barracks here, and on the morrow thou 

mayest go about thy business, should our city fathers look kindly upon this errand…” 



The commander was not suggesting this; it was an order. 

Lilius smiled coldly, resigned to going through the proper motions to achieve his Emperor’s 

commands.  He had forgotten this city had been granted its unusual political status a long time 

back.  They stood upon form in this and all things connected with it. 

Festus rolled his eyes in frustration, but said nothing.  Yet another night of Spartan comforts, 

meaning none at all, in a soldiers’ hovel.  It would not stand, he thought, but he saw no way to go 

against the garrison commander’s ‘suggestion.’ 

They were escorted out of the chamber and taken to the barracks themselves, where they were 

made as comfortable as could be done, but with no particular signs of favor or regard for the 

status of the Patrician in their midst. 

A sparse fare was served to them, with water and some wine.  Festus found the food disgusting.  

Lilius and the troops ate it without hesitation.  Lilius’s Guards were mildly amused at Festus’s 

obvious discomfiture.  As the night closed in, Lilius thought about what the new day would 

bring. 

Tomorrow will we finish the business…  

♠ 

Travelers on the Egnation Road from the capital had seen strange sights.  First there was a troop 

of Imperial Guards, their polished armor dulled by the dust and grit of hard riding to the west.  

The party of twelve included one who was not a soldier, but he did not look like a prisoner.  He 

had a look of arrogance; his face bore an expression no one cared to dwell upon.  Nor was the 

troops’ commander one to get in the way of.  His face wore an unpleasant look of blood-thirsty 

eagerness; there was an unholy light in his eyes. 

But that was not all. 

Startled travelers saw another larger troop of soldiers, not of the Palace Guards, pass like the 

wind on the road, also headed to the west.  They were a full century, and their commander was a 

man with the look of a youthful god in armor.  On his handsome planed face was a look of an 

iron resolve, and his troops were of grim mien as well. 

♠ 

Nearing Thessalonica, the day was starting with unbroken banks of metal-grey clouds, the skies 

dull, heavy with the threat of rain to come. 

Romulus and the century of troops had come to the barracks where they revealed their business 

and who they were.  And now the watch commander was instantly suspicious of the business of 

the other troop which had arrived late the previous day.  Word had come back from the city 

leaders just that morning.  The arrivals would be permitted to go about their business, but that 

was all.  Upon its completion, they were to be escorted from the city. 

The garrison commander was distinctly unhappy with this latitude, preferring to keep them under 

a closer guard until they were gone.  He had a bad feeling about them which would not go away.  



And now, with the arrival of this new and larger party evidently in haste to overtake the others, 

he felt a grave mistake might have been made in letting the others go. 

He shared what he knew of the others, their identities and numbers, and spoke of where they 

were headed.  The Decimus residence was on the west side of the city, he said, a mile outside the 

walls, and within sight of the little church of Saint Irene, with its low huddle of monastery 

buildings, now mostly unoccupied. 

The most favored route, he advised, would take them up along the city’s eastern walls, around 

the Citadel and then further out and behind a few low hills to the north, and thence back down by 

the road along the western walls until they were within a mile of the shore. 

The garrison commander looked fixedly at the man before him.  He took an instant respectful 

liking to this young commander with the honest open soldier’s face, yet with strength.  Much 

different from that other troop leader, whom he did not like and did not respect, despite his 

exalted rank. 

Romulus was now in no doubt. 

He hastily rejoined his troops.  They rode swiftly off toward the opposite side of the city, on the 

road which circled completely around the walls.  It was a ride of several miles, some of it uphill 

as they approached the fortified Citadel itself, winding around and through some hilly country to 

the northwest, and thence down into the vast gardens on the west side, where there were 

numerous residences and farms. 

They stopped once to ask a peasant where the Decimus residence was.  He pointed silently to the 

west, some way off the road.  A low building was just visible off a narrow track which led from 

their road out into an area of gardens and trees.  A stream rippled through in a meandering path 

before them.  Further beyond, and almost out of sight, was another building.  It was the little 

church of Saint Irene, with its clutch of low crude monastery huts. 

And now Romulus gathered his troops and spoke of what they were about to do, warning them 

there would be battle if resistance was offered, and no one should be deceived by anything either 

the Commanding General of the Imperial Guards might say, or the Patrician with them. 

They galloped off in a burst of speed and dust for the house in the distance. 

♠ 

The clouds dissipated, and the sun came out, bright and promising in its warmth.  The troop 

made its way toward the Decimus house and grounds.  They arrived at the gates and found them 

open.  No servants were anywhere to be seen.  No movement or sounds came from the house 

itself. 

They walked their mounts up to the main entrance.  Romulus dismounted.  He did not like what 

he was seeing; the place did not feel right.  He scanned the grounds and the gardens around to 

either side.  No signs of any Guards were there. 

He turned his attention to the front entrance.  The door was ever so slightly ajar. 



Alarms went off in his head. 

He stepped forward, and pushed lightly at the door.  It was a heavy, massively carven portal, 

worthy of a very wealthy family.  It glided easily on its hinges, and opened into a dark chamber 

beyond.  He stepped inside, followed by his subcommander, and let his eyes grow accustomed to 

the dim lighting… 

♠ 

Avenged!…  Shalt be avenged!…  Thou, Lilius!…  Fabius!…  Death follows thee!… 

Their rage-driven ride to the church and monastery of Saint Irene was furious, their horses’ 

hooves flying, their beats thudding fast, pounding upon the packed earth, their manes and long 

tails flailing in the wind. 

Before he knew it, they covered the ground to its low stone walls and a decrepit waist-high gate.  

He hardly noticed the place was largely in ruins.  A very few ancient monks still occupied it, 

frightened by this second violent intrusion on their peaceful unchanging existence. 

In the yard at the side of the little church, they could see several mounts and a half-dozen 

Guards. 

Their quarry had gotten there before them. 

How, of justice?... his brain cried out.  Aurelia…  Lucretia… 

Their beauty stilled now, in blood and violence. 

Septimius…  Where thy laugh?…  Where thy spirit?...  

The paterfamilias was no more, in a welter of blood in his own house. 

Pontius…  Heracleon…  O Mother of Jesus, is there no end to this?... 

Lydia…  Where is Lydia?... his soul shriveled in horror at the thought.  He feared finding her. 

Spare her!!!... 

On that ride, his reeling brain somehow gathered itself once more from the terrible shock. 

That sight of carnage and death was burned with black fires into his eyes, into his brain, into his 

soul.  He did not know where he was as he took in the scene in the Decimus house. 

Before him was an image from Hell Itself. 

Blood was everywhere.  Bodies lay in contorted angles against the couches and columns, so 

many bodies, soaked in blood, bearing terrible wounds.  His soul screamed out at his eyes. 

Nay!!... Not real, not true!!... 

His brain refused this image; it told him he wasn’t seeing what he saw. 



A movement drew his eyes away to a dark corner.  He whipped out his blade, a murderous fury 

upon him. 

Who is this?!... 

Out from the shadows came a little figure, a young girl, a servant.  Her sweet face was wrenched 

with fear; tears streamed from her eyes.  She hardly dared breathe. 

This man seemeth as one not like those others…  Looketh not evil… 

She thought, He can be trusted; he would be her protection if they came again… 

It was hard to draw anything sensible from her, through her gasping, racking sobs and her terror 

as she clung in a childlike embrace against him, her little arms clasped around his waist.  When 

she had subsided, she told him in halting words and stumbling phrases what happened. 

The strange and violent men came up and demanded entrance.  An evil man with a long sharp 

sword stood at the door.  He pushed his way in past the servants, who fell back, for they saw he 

was of the Guards.  The other soldiers followed him into the main chamber.  They were big and 

made a lot of noise. 

And now, someone else, a ferret-faced man, not a soldier, demanded of them one of their family, 

and she was brought before them.  The men smiled; not nice smiles.  They took her, but she 

defied them, and wrested herself from their grasp.  She was seized, and taken from the room out 

of the house.  Her cries and pleas were so painful; they hurt the young girl’s ears and tore her 

heart… 

And then the evil man with the sword said what he was commanded to do.  And the soldiers 

brought all forward into the chamber, and barred the doors.  And then they drew their blades… 

When she had finished, the little servant girl looked up at him, her eyes flooded with her tears.  

Romulus held her to him to comfort her.  But he noticed something else now. 

What is this?... 

Another was there, and the shock was as great.  It was Fulvius Marcellus… 

Fulvius was alive.  But he was mortally wounded, and had not long to live.  Blood spurted from a 

gaping wound in his chest, and another in his stomach.  He tried to smile; his breathing was 

terrible to hear.  Blood bubbled out over his lips. 

He spoke, but haltingly, his wounds taking him fast away.  He told him of Lydia, how she was 

taken from the room outside.  And how, if Heaven should so bless Romulus, he should see to 

her, and know it was he, Romulus, whom she loved most, and whom her heart would cleave to as 

if they were one... 

Fulvius smiled in ghastly pain up at him.  His face went slack.  He fell back, dead… 

Shall answer for this, and much more, thou Lilius!… 



And then the little servant girl spoke haltingly to Romulus, and his mind went dark for a moment 

as he listened.  For she told him of Fulvius’s proposal aboard the ship as they came to 

Thessalonica, and of Lydia’s acceptance and her joy at becoming the wife of this wonderful man, 

and of their small wedding ceremony in the church of Saint Irene on the day after they had 

reached the Decimus house. 

Thou Fulvius…  Blessed wast thou in her… 

And tears spurted to Romulus’s eyes as he gazed down upon his dead friend. 

♠ 

He felt light, so light as if he could fly, his feet never touching the ground beneath him.  He saw 

the Guards at the side of the church.  Instantly twenty soldiers peeled off to ride them down.  

They spurred their horses without pause.  Their mounts burst into frenzied speed.  They came as 

a thunderous storm upon the Guards, who looked up startled at this sight.  Before these could 

react, the soldiers swept in amongst them, murderous blades slicing and hewing, and cut them 

down to a man. 

And now, Romulus was a man possessed.  He commanded ten to storm the entrance.  They 

assaulted the church doors, banging and pounding on them with their swords, calling roughly for 

those inside to open.  His men could see their commander was now fey.  Nightmarish visions of 

Lydia’s awful fate burned Romulus’s eyes.  In a furious rush, they tore around to the other side 

of the church.  There!  That low wooden door!  They battered it open, breaking it inwards in 

shards.  They charged blindly in.   

Where is she?!!...   

A low passage, gloomy and dank, led inward. 

What is that light?... 

They burst out into the light.  It was the small nave, near the side of the altar itself.  Romulus’s 

blood froze in his veins. 

On a long low service table before the altar, a group of four soldiers surrounded a white-clad 

figure lying back on it.  They were holding down an arm at the wrist, or a leg at its ankle. 

Festus stood at one end.  The helpless prisoner’s legs and feet were held pinioned in iron grips, 

spread apart by the soldiers. 

Lydia!!... 

She wept and pleaded and cried out in protest and hurt at this treatment, her blonde hair 

disheveled, her head twisting back and forth.  Her beautiful face was tear-stained, racked with 

her torment.  Lilius stood with his back to the soldiers with Romulus. 

Their entrance instantly alerted the Guards’ commander.  He whirled to see what it was, and 

drew his blade, alarmed. 

Festus, his eyes bloodshot, his perspiring face flushed, ignored them.  He was grinning. 



Oh, horrors!... 

He had drawn Lydia’s silken tunica, and her thin chamois underneath, up along her legs, over her 

knees, immodestly up past her thighs. 

…And he was starting to mount the end of the table, to straddle her body!... 

Rape!!… 

Romulus roared in a black rage.  He rushed upon them, maddened to a blood fury. 

Lilius saw his own death was upon him. 

He yelled out and pushed Festus violently off the table.  The Patrician fell with a crash over one 

side onto the stone floor.  Lilius started to bring his blade down to place it across Lydia’s neck, 

as if to slice her throat.  She had fainted away, inert, still as death. 

Romulus was now on the Guards’ Commander.  Lilius thrust and sliced at him, knowing 

Romulus was easily his master in swordsmanship. 

A lucky stroke!... 

It caught Romulus on his upper sword arm.  His blade fell from nerveless fingers at this wound. 

With a murderous fury twisting his features, he drew back his other fist.  

CRACK!!... 

It struck Lilius full in his face.  The force was an iron battering ram.  Bones broke with a 

sickening snapping in the Guards’ Commander’s nose.  Blood spurted from his crushed nostrils 

and mouth.  Some bloody teeth dropped to the stone paving.  Without a sound, he sank to the 

floor, senseless. 

The four Guards had let go of their prey.  They fought desperately to save themselves.  In a 

moment, a blink, they were overwhelmed and slain… 

… 

Lilius was lying insensate at Romulus’s feet, bleeding heavily from his ruined face.  Of the rest, 

only Festus and Lydia were left alive.  The soldiers turned their gazes to Festus. 

He was laughing in a high-pitched cackle, a maddened sound from a diseased brain.  His eyes 

were widened and bulging, his face twisted in a black grin.  He was seeing nothing before him, 

wandering in his own demented world. 

Two soldiers, their faces showing a marvelous disgust, hauled him roughly to his feet.  At 

Romulus’s command through clenched teeth, he was taken, half walking, half dragged, from the 

church. 

Outside, he was still cackling as they bound him, and made him ready to be taken back to the 

capital, to the Carthaginian fleet at anchor on its northern shore. 



Four others carried Lilius outside into the yard and bound him securely. 

Romulus stood where he was, immobile, as if paralyzed from the shock and bloody violence 

around him, breathing heavily, oblivious to the blood flowing from the wound to his sword arm. 

He tried not to gaze down at the golden blonde girl, lying in a faint on her back along the table, 

in a state of terrible, shaming disarray.  His eyes blinded with tears, he placed himself between 

her and the gazes of the others.  Cautiously, tenderly, his body shaking from the imagined 

outrages upon her, he felt rather than saw his hands reach for her chamois and tunica, carefully, 

ever so carefully.  He drew her chamois and tunica back down her legs, restoring her modesty. 

Now he looked at her... 

Thou, Lydia…  Beautiful beyond compare…  Didst well to wed Fulvius…  None so noble…  And 

thou…  Deserving of happiness at last… 

She looked angelic. 

Reverently, worshipfully, he slipped his arms under her and gently lifted her off the table, 

nestling her head against his chest.  Her body, her warmth against him, in his embrace, was 

inexpressibly exquisite.  An overpowering wave of love and adoration swept through him for 

her, mixed with pity for her loss, soothing the still-raging fury at her crude and shameless 

mistreatment by Festus and the Guards.  His knees went weak. 

He did not know how long he stood there, holding her in his arms as if she were the most 

precious thing in the world to him… 

One of the soldiers discreetly murmured to him through his trance.  All was ready for them to 

return to the city, should he wish it. 

He walked, unseeing, out of the church, carrying the one thing now which was most dear to him, 

although he did not realize it.  Nor was he aware of the tears flowing down his impassive face. 

♠ 

The city fathers were told of what had happened at the Decimus house, and then the events at the 

church of Saint Irene.  The Decimus family’s bodies and those of the slain servants were 

reverently prepared for a funeral service and burial there in the city, as they could not be returned 

to Constantinople because of the Emperor’s ill will against them. 

The funeral procession and services were held two days later.  It was a sad occasion, simple and 

dignified, attended by nearly all the Patrician class and many others, much to Romulus’s 

amazement. 

The city fathers spoke with him about other matters, such as the Decimus estate there, and what 

was to be its fate.  Romulus vowed he would inquire of the matter upon returning to the capital, 

and would convey to them what was its disposition.  But nothing was to be done for the moment, 

save that city guards could maintain a protective watch, funds for which would come from the 

estate itself, so the cost should not be borne by the city.  They were grateful for this.  And on a 

day, it was decided the party would depart, to return to the fleet at Constantinople. 



♠ 

Lydia had revived from her fainting spell. 

Her face was drawn and hollow.  She showed no emotion whatsoever, not even when told of her 

parents’ and siblings’ deaths, and those of so many of their servants. 

Tisiandra, devoted to her mistress, was overjoyed to see her returned safe and unharmed, and 

then burst into a flood of tears at all which had happened.  Tisiandra had no one to be with, and 

nowhere to go.  She looked so lost and forlorn it near broke Romulus’s heart to see her so.  He 

instructed her to be with and tend to her mistress as they took her back to the fleet at the Golden 

Horn. 

He looked anxiously after Lydia, seeking some sign of recognition, or emotion, or something to 

tell him she was not lost to this earth and to him.  She remained expressionless, going through 

the motions of eating and moving and sleeping, silent, never speaking, seeing him there but not 

acknowledging his presence, either because she would not, or she could not. 

The body of Fulvius was reverently prepared, wrapped in rich burial garments and placed in a 

heavy sealed casket in preparation for a long trip which would end with his final interment at his 

ancestral home.  It seemed strange to Romulus to know this noble man, this picture of vibrant 

health and stability and character, would not be coming back.  It saddened him almost more than 

he could bear, to look upon his lost friend. 

Lydia was placed in another wagon with a shade covering stretched over it.  She was made as 

comfortable as possible for the journey back to the capital, to the safety of the fleet.  Tisiandra 

was with her, and cooed softly to her with words for her ears alone, and looked after her 

ceaselessly, tending to any wants she might have.  Romulus looked upon her from time to time.  

She remained unchanged. 

Festus and Lilius were in a third wagon, bound and guarded by a half-dozen soldiers.  Lilius had 

recovered his senses, but his face now bore a terrible wound and swellings which discolored his 

entire countenance, leaving the whites of his eyes a ghastly blood-red. 

Festus subsided from his mad cackling.  Most of the time he stared vacantly, his face 

expressionless.  Only he knew what oily seas of diseased fantasy his disordered mind was 

floating upon.  He spoke little, only when he wanted something. 

The trip back to the capital was a dolorous one for Romulus.  He was ever mindful of Lydia and 

the nightmare of the violent murders of her family and servants and her newly-wed husband.  He 

looked constantly for any little signs she might be aware of her surroundings.  None came. 

His thoughts turned almost as often with a black murderous fury towards his two prisoners.  

Their evil was monstrous…  Why not return their evil, their pain and harm, their torment upon 

them…?  Let them see what they have done… 

Sooth, they neither of them will be missed… 

He somehow pulled his mind back from this black abyss of Revenge. 



It would not do.  Heraclius would see them and dispense final justice upon them… 

On a day, after traveling for some eight days, Romulus rode beside the wagon in which Lydia 

lay.  She was quiet - sleeping, he thought.  He looked away to where they were headed.  The road 

forward and all around it grew dim, misty… 

In front of him, some distance along the road, a vision appeared.  His heart pulsed.  He was 

dazzled as he gazed.  The wonderful brightness on the road remained before him, never 

advancing closer nor withdrawing further. 

Zenianthe!... 

Her beauty was impossibly soft and gentle.  Her beatific smile blessed him, heart and soul.  And 

she said somewhat to him.  He saw but did not hear, yet he knew of what she spoke.  Her 

glorious eyes were wide and bright.  Her love of him was, he knew, constant and unforgotten… 

He was utterly overcome by this sight of beloved beauty.  He felt he would completely break 

down before this image of his darling.  He gasped, his throat grew tight, he could not breathe, his 

tongue felt thick and clumsy.  In his heart, he knew his dearest would never leave him… 

She said something to him in silent speech.  It was of Lydia. 

Without knowing how he knew it, she was remembering his vision he had spoken of to her long 

ago, of Lydia on their mansion’s loggia at dawn, and she blessed with all her heart what he had 

seen and felt then.  Tears brimmed in his eyes.  Her beautiful, celestial image faded from before 

him.   Once again, only the track forward was there. 

“Thou, Romulus…” 

A voice came to him, soft and impossibly gentle, low, with a hint of crystalline bells. 

His heart leapt. 

Lydia… 

♠♠♠ 

 


